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School  o f  J o u r n a l i s m  
C a r l  eton U n i v e r s i t y  
q e c e n t l y ,  the Ontar io  Leg is la tu re  took a f i r s t  s tep  
toward banning the pub1 i c a t i o n  of op in ion  pol  1 resu l  i s  
du r ing  p r o v i n c i a l  e l e c t i o n  campaigns. The l e g i s l a t i v e  
assembly gave a l l - p a r t y  approval t o  a r e s o l u t i o n  proposed 
by Conservative MLA George Ashe, which s ta ted :  
T h a t  i n  the o p i n i o n  o f  this House,  the government s h o u l d  
g i v e  immed ia te  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  t o  l e g i s l a t i o n  t h a t  would 
p r o h i b i t  , d u r i n g  any  p r o v i n c i a l  election, the p u b l i c a t i o n  
or b r o a d c a s t i n g  o f  a l l  p u b l i c  o p i l i i o n  p o l l s  t h a t  p u r p o r t  
t o  i n d i c a t e  the s t a n d i n g  o f  any  l e a d e r ,  c a n d i d a t e  or p a r t y  
or the s t a t u s  o f  any  i s s u e  i n  the election. 1 
A l l  seven l e g i s l a t o r s  i n  the  debate agreed t h a t  p o l l s  
adversely a f f e c t  campaigns, by causing e l e c t o r s  t o  make vot-  
i n g  dec is ions  on the basis  o f  what they be l i eve  others t h i n k  
than on what the p a r t i e s  and candidates a c t u a l l y  say. As 
M r .  Ashe p u t  it, 
Not In Favour 
O f  Bandwagon 
I f i r m l y  believe p e o p l e  s h o u l d  v o t e  o n  the b a s i s  o f  f r e e  
choice. . .Al l  o f  u s  i n  this  House would l i k e  t o  believe the 
voters i n  o u r  r i d i n g  h a v e  made a f i r m  choice o n  the b a s i s  
o f  comparing  the merits o f  a l l  the c a n d i d a t e s  i n  the r a c e .  
A n y t h i n g  t h a t  d e t r a c t s  f rom t h a t  free choice s h o u l d  not be 
encouraged .  . .I am i n  f a v o u r  o f  voters b e i n g  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  
p a r t i e s  and c a n d i d a t e s ,  not b y  other voters' notions. 2 
While most c r i t i c i s m  centered on p o l l i n g  per  se--and the 
a t tendant  arguments o f  bandwagon and underdog e f f e c t s ,  e f -  
fects  on f i n a n c i a l  and p a r t y  worker support, and the l i k e - -  
there  was a l so  some a t tack  on the  news media and how they 
handle the  surveying o f  p u b l i c  opin ion.  Ne i ther  "straw 
p o l l s "  nor  systematic sampling was immune. L ibe ra l  E r i c  
Cunningham, f o r  example, noted t h a t  i n  the  1974 fede ra l '  
e lec t i on ,  a l o c a l  r a d i o  s t a t i o n  broadcast a f ive-person p o l l .  
Four o f  the in terv iewees s a i d  the  Conservative incumbent 
would win. He d id,  by a margin o f  about 1 per  cent.  "Yet 
were someone t o  l i s t e n  t o  t h a t  broadcast," complained 
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S a y s  Papers  
Can T w i s t  
P o l l  R e s u l t s  
M r .  Cunningham, "one would be of the i l l u s i o n  t h a t  there  
was on l y  one candidate i n  the  area t o  vote fo r  and the 
o the r  f e l l ows  weren ' t  even i n  t he  b a l l  game. " 3  
Turning t o  more s c i e n t i f i c  p o l l s ,  New Democrat MLA 
George Samis declared f l a t l y  t h a t  a  Toronto S ta r  pol  1 pub- 
l i s h e d  du r ing  the  1977 Ontar io  e l e c t i o n  "was an e x c e l l e n t  
argument f o r  why p o l l s  should be banned i n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  
prov ince.  "4 He complained t h a t  there  i s  no c o n t r o l  over 
how the  p o l l s  a re  used by the media: 
When t h e y  a r e  d o n e ,  what  control d o  we h a v e  on how t h e y  a r e  
b e i n g  u s e d ,  w h e t h e r  t h e y  a r e  f r o n t  page ,  w h e t h e r  t h e y  a r e  
sc reaming  h e a d l i n e s  w h i l e  the a c t u a l  r e s u l t s  a r e  b u r i e d  i n  
the b a c k  or w h e t h e r  c e r t a i n  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  i g n o r e d  and o n l y  
one q u e s t i o n  i s  b u i l t  u p  a s  the c o n c l u s i o n  of  a newspaper? 
W e  h a v e  no c o n t r o l  over t h a t .  I think t h a t ' s  a power fu l  
f a c t o r  i n  how p e o p l e  c a n  be i n f l u e n c e d .  I f  a newspaper  h a s  
a v e r y  b u i l t - i n  bias--and mos t  of t h e m  i n  this p r o v i n c e  do-- 
it c a n  s e i z e  upon a p o l l  t o  become a p a r t  o f  i t s  o v e r a l l  
e l e c t o r a l  campaign t o  b u i l d  up  one p a r t y  or t o  d e n i g r a t e  
a n o t h e r  p a r t y  a n d ,  i n  t h a t  sense, the p e o p l e  a r e  v e r y  
poor1 y s e r v e d .  5 
Both the Ashe r e s o l u t i o n  and the s t rong support i t  r e -  
ce ived seem a na tu ra l  outgrowth o f  the 1977 Ontar io p rov in -  
c i a l  e lec t i on ,  du r ing  which p o l l s  emerged as a  major issue. 
Indeed, the e l e c t i o n  was c a l l e d  a f t e r  p o l l s  showed t h a t  
Conservative s t reng th  among decided vo ters  was so great  
t h a t  the p a r t y  cou ld  probably rega in  a  m a j o r i t y .  A1 though 
Premier W i l l i am Davis denied t h a t  p o l l s  in f luenced the 
e l e c t i o n  c a l l  , both  L i b e r a l  leader  S t u a r t  Smi t h  and NDP 
leader  Stephen Lewis voiced s u s ~ i c i o n s . ~  Some th ree weeks 
i n t o  the campaign, a  Toronto s ta r  p o l l  by Peter  Regenstre i f  
showed t h a t  the Conservatives had support  from 43 per  cent  
o f  decided voters.  Equivalent  f i g u r e s  f o r  the NDP' and 
L i b e r a l s  were, respec t i ve l y ,  35 per  cent  and 20 per  cent.8 
I n  a  comparison o f  preferences f o r  p a r t y  leader,  M r .  Smith 
fa red  even more d i s a s t r o ~ s l y . ~  The survey had been taken 
May 10-14, the  second week o f  campaigning, and M r .  Smith 
imned ia te ly  se ized upon t h a t  f a c t ,  d ismiss ing  the r e s u l t s  
as "pure nonsense"1•‹ because the  f i e l d  work was done before  
h i s  campaign had s t a r t e d  moving. "Ha l f  the  r i d i n g s  wou ldn ' t  
have seen a  L i b e r a l  s i gn  o r  know a  L i b e r a l  was a l i ve , "  he 
decl  ared. ' l Nonetheless , M r .  Smith s a i d  , the p o l  1 s  woul d  
damage him: voters would see the e l e c t i o n  as a  race between 
the Conservatives and NDP and vote fo r  one o r  the  other ;  
the  p o l l  would demoralize p a r t y  f a i t h f u l  and s t i f l e  cam- 
paign con t r i bu t i ons ;  and the r e s u l t s  would d i s t r a c t  the 
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Regenstreif 
Within 3% 
Error Margin 
media from r e p o r t i n g  what M r .  Smith said, concent ra t ing  
ins tead on why he was running so poor ly .  1 2  
The S ta r  p o l l  was a l so  subjected t o  methodological anal-  
y s i s  by syndicated Queen's Park j o u r n a l i s t  Harold Greer, 
who wrote t h a t  i t  was "a s t a t i s t i c a l  cr ime and a p o l i t i c a l  
obscenity." '  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  he at tacked Regenst re i f ' s  
system o f  we igh t ing  reg iona l  samples, h i s  treatment o f  
re fusa l s ,  and the  small sample s i z e  which i n  t u r n  created 
unacceptable e r r o r  margins. I n  p r i n t i n g  Greer 's piece, 
the  Ottawa C i t i zen ,  which had r u n  Regenst re i f ' s  p o l l ,  added 
an e d i t o r i a l  note: "Many o f  Greer 's techn ica l  c r i t i c i s m  o f  
the p o l l s . .  .are v a l i d  and The C i t i z e n  w i l l  take greater  
care i n  t he  f i n a l  p o l l  t h i s  Saturday t o  present  the  raw 
data c o l l e c t e d  and t o  p o i n t  o u t  the  l i m i t a t i o n s  of the 
resu l  t s .  '' 
A second S ta r  p o l l  was publ ished June 4, two weeks l a t e r ,  
and i t  p u t  the  Conservatives under 40 per  cent,  w i t h  the 
resurgent  L i b e r a l  s  narrowly behind i n  second p l  ace. A 
major content ious p o i n t  o f  t h i s  p o l l  was the f i n d i n g  t h a t  
the  Conservatives had l o s t  t h e i r  generat ions-o ld g r i p  on 
eastern Ontar io t o  the  L ibe ra l s .  This survey, w i t h  a 
sample double the  s i z e  o f  the f i r s t ,  a l so  drew heated com- 
ment. Several news repo r t s  quoted Conservative o f f i c i a l s ,  
i n c l u d i n g  M r .  Davis, as s imply n o t  b e l i e v i n g  the  f i g u r e s  
and f l o a t i n g  more favorab le  pol  1 resu l  t s  o f  t h e i r  own. l 6  
Stephen Lewis quipped, " P o l l s t e r s  should be declared a l i ens  
and deported. " I 7  Even an e d i t o r  a t  the Ottawa C i t i zen ,  a 
co-sponsor o f  the survey, t o l d  the  Globe and Ma i l :  "The 
p o l l s  a re  s a i d  t o  be r i g h t  19 times o u t  o f  20. I t h i n k  
we've g o t  t he  20th t h i s  t ime f o r  sure."18 
Ac tua l l y ,  Regenst re i f ' s  data was n o t  f a r  o f f  the June 9 
re tu rns  : 
Popular Regens t r e i  f 
Vote Pol 1 
Conservatives 40% 37% 
L i b e r a l  s  3 2 3 3 
New Democrats 2 8 30 
100% 100% 
But i t  was an e l e c t i o n  tha t ,  as two p o l i t i c a l  s c i e n t i s t s  
have p u t  i t, nobody won--"the PC's f a i l e d  t o  rega in  the 
m a j o r i t y  s ta tus  they had enjoyed between 1945 and 1975; 
the  NDP l o s t  i t s  O f f i c i a l  Opposi t ion s ta tus ;  and the 
L i b e r a l s  f a i l e d  t o  improve upon t h e i r  1975 t o t a l s  i n  seats 
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o r  vo te . " l g  And so there  was cause fo r  each p a r t y  t o  engage 
i n  post-campaign carp ing  about the  p o l l s .  For Conserva- 
t i v e s ,  t h e i r  con t i nu ing  m i n o r i t y  p o s i t i o n  could be blamed 
i n  p a r t  on the  Regenstre i f  p o l l ;  the argument was t h a t  many 
t r a d i t i o n a l  L i b e r a l  voters,  who were cons ider ing  v o t i n g  
Conservative t o  s top  the  NDP, changed t h e i r  minds when they 
saw the  L i b e r a l s  were back i n  the  f i g h t .  The L i b e r a l s  
could draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e i r  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  fund-ra is ing 
and the  consequent low-budget campaign t h a t  f a i l e d  t o  i m -  
prove on t h e i r  popular vote. And the  New Democrats could 
argue t h a t  t h e i r  l a c k - l u s t r e  showing i n  the p o l l s  was sim- 
p l y  a  se l  f - f u l  f i l l  i n g  prophecy. 
C r i t i c i s m  o f  p o l l  r e p o r t i n g  du r ing  the  Ontar io  campaign, 
then, and the recent  l e g i s l a t i v e  r e s o l u t i o n  on the  poss ib le  
banning of p o l l  p u b l i c a t i o n  underscore the f a c t  t h a t  p o l l s  
(and the way the  media cover them) are  an impor tan t  sub- 
j e c t  t o  which both p o l l s t e r s  and j o u r n a l l s t s  should address 
themselves. 
POLLS AND THE NEWS 
The marr iage of newsmen and the sampling of p u b l i c  op i -  
n ion  i s  n e i t h e r  new nor  i n s i g n i f i c a n t .  I n  1824 the Har r i s -  
burg Pennsylvanian undertook a  "straw p o l l "  t o  measure 
sent iment i n  Wilmington, Delaware, over the forthcoming 
e l e c t i o n  between John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson. 
Though n o t  s c i e n t i f i c  by today 's  c r i t e r i a ,  such p o l l s  were 
soon t o  catch the  eye of p o l i t i c i a n s  and t h e i r  methodology 
became re f i ned  so t h a t  by the t u r n  o f  the  century, such 
papers as the  New York Herald a c t u a l l y  t r a i n e d  i n te rv iewers  
and se lec ted  rep resen ta t i ve  samples. 2 0  
Nor i s  journa l ism's  use o f  p o l l i n g  i n s i g n i f i c a n t .  I t  i s  
a  major fac tor  i n  e l e c t o r a l  reportage. I n  the  Uni ted 
States, f o r  instance, McCombs and Shaw found t h a t  up t o  35 
per  cent  o f  a l l  coverage g iven some candidates i n  the  1968 
p r e s i d e n t i a l  race focussed on the "chances" o f  the  candi- 
date and how people genera l l y  f e l t  about him.21 I n  Canada, 
s o l i d  data i s  lack ing ,  b u t  a  s i m i l a r  i n t e r e s t  seems appar- 
ent .  Of the  16 front-page s t o r i e s  about t he  1977 Ontar io  
e l e c t i o n  t h a t  appeared dur ing  the campaign i n  the  Ottawa 
C i t i zen ,  f o r  instance, f i v e  d e a l t  p r i n c i p a l l y  o r  t o t a l l y  
w i t h  p u b l i c  op in ion  about the campaign and i t s  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  
E l e c t i o n  campaigns are n o t  the  on l y  sub jec t  on which the 
media seek p o l l s ,  o f  course. I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  i t s  monthly 
p a r t y  preference ra t i ngs ,  the Gal lup P o l l  r o u t i n e l y  s tud ies  
numerous issues; dur ing  the  pas t  few months, they have 
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questioned whether the public i s  wi l l ing t o  bequeath v i ta l  
organs f o r  t ransplants ,  which province i s  thought t o  have 
benefited most from Confederation, and whether the public 
believes reporters should be allowed t o  protect  t h e i r  
sources of i n f ~ r m a t i o n . ~ ~  There a re  the weekly surveys con- 
ducted by T.R. Bird fo r  the Weekend newspaper supplement, 
the auar ter lv  survevs of business leaders undertaken fo r  . - 
the ~i nancia'i ~ imes"  of Canada, and special pol 1 s conducted 
f o r  the media on such c r i t i c a l  issues as national unity. 
MISREPORTING POLLS 
I t  i s  a complaint not unique t o  the Ontario l eg i s la tu re  
t ha t ,  regardless of how noble some of the previously-men- 
tioned examples might be, media treatment of pol ls  i s  sadly 
lacking. As journalism professor Charles Whitney says,  
newsmen can mine l o t s  of data from pol l s ,  b u t  " for  the 
unwary, such data may be l e s s  a mine than a minefield." 
Much f au l t y  poll report ing,  Whitney wr i tes ,  i s  " less  a 
Poor Polling product of unscrupulous or  incompetent poll ing organiza- 
Due TO Poor t ions  than a f a i l u r e  of repor ters  t o  ask the r i gh t  ques- 
Journalists tions--or provide the r i gh t  answers i n  s t o r i e s .  11 2 3 
Polling professionals level t h e i r  salvos a t  two types of 
poll report ing.  On the one hand, there i s  the unscient i f ic  
"man-in-the-street" pol 1 , sometimes pub1 ished as  a regular 
fea tu re ,  as  does the Toronto Sun w i t h  i t s  dai ly  "You Said 
I t . "  On the other hand, there a r e  news reports  of system- 
a t i c  surveys, occasionally undertaken by the medium i t s e l f  
b u t  usually conducted by professional po l l s te r s  f o r  the 
media or  f o r  private or  government sponsors. Each type 
ra i ses  spec i f ic  objections: 
Man-in-the-Street Interviews. Some fear  t h a t  this s o r t  of 
s torv  ul timately t r i v i a l  i  zes serious pol 1 ing work. Label - 
ing i s  a 'lpoll o r  "surveytt what i s  r e a l l y  only a haphazard 
canvassing of opinion makes the word "pol l"  a meaningless - 
term; i t  blurs the d i s t inc t ion  between the roving reporter  
and the s c i e n t i f i c  polling organization. The casual use of 
such wording i s  ref lected i n  the lead paragraph of a not 
atypical round-up of public opinion on the resignation of 
former Solicitor-General Francis Fox: "Most people in te r -  
viewed i n  a random Citizen survey Monday f e l t  So l ic i to r -  
General Francis Fox was r i g h t  t o  resign because of ~ a s t  
indiscre t ions .  "24 No indication was given of e i the r '  the 
number of persons interviewed o r  t h e i r  manner of se lect ion,  
b u t  s ince  the s tory  gives no raw data and i s  composed a l -  
most wholly of br ief  quotes from named individuals,  i t  i s  
unlikely the  "survey" i s  "random". 
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Pseudo-Poll 
Is Taken 
S e r i o u s 1  y 
This casual approach t o  p o l l s  on l y  h i g h l i g h t s  the  l a c k  
o f  exper t i se  i n  p o l l i n g  t h a t  many repor ters  have. While 
the  danger a t t r i b u t e d  t o  man-in-the-street s t o r i e s  may be 
overstated by o v e r l y  s e n s i t i v e  p o l l i n g  professionals,  the  
def ic iency i n  exper t i se  becomes more ser ious as the non- 
s c i e n t i f i c  p o l l s  become more near l y  1 i ke " r e a l "  pol 1s. 
For example, i n  l a t e  A p r i l  1977, when Ontar io was tee te r ing  
on the  b r i n k  of i t s  e lec t ion ,  the  Globe and Mai l  surveyed 
voters province-wide t o  determine whether they thought an 
e l e c t i o n  were necessary. The s t o r y  began: 
An O n t a r i o  e l e c t i o n  i s  unnecessary  a t  th is  t i m e ,  a 
province-wide sampl ing o f  p u b l i c  o p i n i o n  b y  The G l o b e  and 
Mai 1 shows.  
O f  80 voters p o l l e d ,  most  i n  personal  i n t e r v i e w s ,  68  
s a i d  an e l e c t i o n  was unnecessary .  Only e i g h t  s a i d  t h e y  
were i n  f a v o r  o f  Premier W i l l i a m  Davis  c a l l i n g  a n  e l e c t i o n  
w i t h i n  the n e x t  two months.  Four had n o  o p i n i o n .  Based 
on p e r c e n t a g e s ,  the f i g u r e s  a r e  85 per c e n t  a g a i n s t  a n  
election and 1 0  p e r  cent i n  f a v o r  o f  one. 
But if a n  election were c a l l e d  a t  th is  t i m e ,  the s u r v e y  
i n d i c a t e s  the T o r i e s  would g e t  back  the m a j o r i t y  t h e y  los t  
i n  the 1975 election. T h i r t y - e i g h t  s a i d  t h e y  would vote 
C o n s e r v a t i v e  even though t h e y  were a g a i n s t  h a v i n g  the 
election. F i f t e e n  s a i d  t h e y  would vote for the New Demo- 
c r a t i c  P a r t y ,  1 2  s a i d  t h e y  would go L i b e r a l  and 15 were 
undecided.  
A t  the  bottom o f  the  20-paragraph account, a sidebar, headed 
"Jus t  what was asked," provided the  exact  wording of t he  
f i v e  quest ions posed, and a t a l l y  o f  t h e  response t o  each. 
The danger i s  t h a t  t h i s  s t o r y  i s  presented as a ser ious 
p o l l ,  as a r e l i a b l e  sampling o f  Ontar io opin ion.  The sim- 
i l a r i t y  o f  r e s u l t s  between t h i s  p o l l  and o the r  recent  p o l l s  
i s  noted. I t  i s  copyrighted, which i s  unusual. And the  
word "survey" i s  i n  the headline. Yet, t he  i n t e r n a l  ev i -  
dence suggests t h i s  i s  - not  s t r i c t l y  a random survey. The 
sample s i z e  i s  extremely small ( l eav ing  an e r r o r  margin o f  
we1 1 over 10 per  cent  a t  best),  the  manner o f  respondent 
s e l e c t i o n  i s  undisclosed, the  method o f  contac t ing  respond- 
ents i s  by i m p l i c a t i o n  i ncons is ten t  ("Of 80 voters pol led,  
most i n  personal in terv iews. .  ."),  and so on. I n  short ,  
the survey seems l i t t l e  more than a man-in-the-street s t o r y  
gone doub le-d ig i t .  
I t  i s  a l so  sometimes asserted t h a t  the  man-in-the-street 
i n te rv iew  may make i t  inc reas ing ly  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  profession-  
a l  p o l l s t e r s  t o  conduct t h e i r  work. As the  p u b l i c  comes t o  
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Data May 
B e  Miss ing  
see names and photos publ ished i n  newspaper "surveys", i t  
i s  argued, some may quest ion the guarantees o f  anonymity 
t h a t  almost always are p a r t  o f  the  pol  1  s t e r s  ' pro toco l .  
S c i e n t i f i c  Po l l s .  When repor ters  t u r n  t o  systematic p o l l s ,  
d i f f e r e n t  c r i t i c i s m s  ar ise .  But again they stem l a r g e l y  
from the  j o u r n a l i s t ' s  l a c k  of p o l l i n g  exper t ise .  
F i r s t ,  observers o f t e n  complain t h a t  repor ters  seldom 
pub1 i s h  the  techn ica l  data necessary t o  e s t a b l i s h  the  
s c i e n t i f i c  re1  i a b i l  i ty o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  p o l l .  They demand 
d i sc losu re  o f  t he  kinds o f  in format ion  c a l l e d  f o r  by pro- 
fess iona l  p o l l i n g  organizat ions l i k e  the  American Associa- 
t i o n  f o r  Pub1 i c  Opinion Research (AAPOR) , whose guide1 ines 
f o r  d i sc losu re  ask: 
1  . Who pa id  f o r  the p o l l ?  
2. When was the  pol  1 taken? 
3. How were the  in terv iews conducted? 
4. How were the quest ions worded? 
5. Who was interv iewed? 
6. How la rge  was the  sample? 
7. What i s  the  margin o f  sampling e r r o r ?  
8. What i s  the  base o f  the  data i f  i t  i s  
based on p a r t  of a  t o t a l  sample? 
To some extent ,  o f  course, repo r te rs  do make note o f  such 
in format ion .  Using the AAPOR guidel ines,  a  couple o f  
s tud ies  have assessed the  q u a l i t y  o f  p o l l  r e p o r t i n g  i n  the  
Uni ted States. Although i n t e r p r e t a b l e  on ly  w i t h  caut ion, 
t he  r e s u l t s  seem t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  repor ters  i n  t h a t  coun- 
try, a t  l eas t ,  a re  improving. I n  the  1970 Congressional 
e lec t i ons ,  Auh and W i l h o i t  s tud ied 43 s t o r i e s  from 24 
major newspapers, no t i ng  which AAPOR items had been repor t -  
ed i n  each s tory .26 I n  1976, the  Nat ional  Council on Pub l ic  
P o l l s  conducted a  s i m i l a r  survey o f  270 newspaper s t o r i e s  
deal i n g  w i t h  po l  1s dur ing  the  campaign year,27 and the  
comparative date are: 
% o f  S to r ies  D isc los ing  I tem 
Auh and Nat ional  Counci 1  
W i  1  ho i  t on Pub l i c  P o l l s  
sponsor 44% 90% 
sample s i z e  5 6  8 3  
t i m i n g  3  3 8 3 
popu la t ion  sampled 14 99 
As ind ica ted,  comparab i l i t y  i s  l i m i t e d ,  b u t  the  data seem 
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t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  repo r te rs  are  t a k i n g  more se r ious l y  the 
r e p o r t i n g  o f  techn ica l  pol 1  i n g  in format ion  i n  American 
pol i t i c a l  work. 
While the  informat ion requ i red  by the  AAPOR guide1 ines 
i s  appropr iate fo r  p ro fess iona ls  t o  have, however, there 
i s  some disagreement among j o u r n a l i s t s  and others as t o  
how much needs t o  be publ ished i n  r o u t i n e  news s t o r i e s .  
Some be l i eve  a l l  should be car r ied ,  both so t h a t  knowl- 
edgeable readers can make up t h e i r  own minds on the  ac- 
curacy of the  survey, and a l so  t o  a s s i s t  educating some 
of t he  r e s t  o f  the  p u b l i c  who may come t o  l e a r n  the terms 
a f t e r  repeated exposure t o  them. But p ioneer ing p rec i s ion  
j o u r n a l i s t  P h i l i p  Meyer, who once shared t h i s  view, has 
changed h i s  mind: 
I s t i l l  believe t h a t  p o l l s t e r s  shou ld  be e x p e c t e d  t o  r e v e a l  
a l l  this and more about  the p a r t  o f  their work t h a t  f i n d s  
i t s  way i n t o  the news.  But I d o  not believe t h a t  each  
i t e m  on the l i s t  n e e d s  t o  be reporked  i n  each  newspaper 
s t o r y  about  a p o l l .  A t y p i c a l  s t o r y  from a newspaper 's  own 
p o l l  i n  1976,  f o r  example ,  d g h t  be based on f i f t y  d i f f e r -  
e n t  q u e s t i o n s  prob ing  f o r  a t t i t u d e s  and i s s u e  p o s i  t ions 
t h a t  e x p l a i n  the s t r u c t u r e  o f  a c a n d i d a t e ' s  s u p p o r t .  To 
g i v e  the e x a c t  wording of each q u e s t i o n  would t a k e  exces -  
sive s p a c e .  Moreover, the examina t ion  o f  the s t r u c t u r e  o f  
s u p p o r t  r e q u i r e s  l o o k i n g  a t  f i n d s  based  on many sub-samples 
o f  the p o p u l a t i o n :  b l a c k s ,  C a t h o l i c s ,  opponen t s  o f  the Nixon 
pardon, a b o r t i o n  d e f e n d e r s ,  and so on. T o  g i v e  a sample 
s ize and margin o f  error f o r  each  subgroup would a l s o  re- 
q u i r e  more f o o t n o t i n g  t h a n  a newspaper can  h a n d l e .  2 8 
S i m i l a r l y ,  Burns Roper argues aga ins t  r e p o r t i n g  e r r o r  a l -  
lowance, b e l i e v i n g  i t  can mislead the  p u b l i c  i n t o  t h i n k i n g  
t h a t  t he  p o l l  i s  more s c i e n t i f i c  than i t  may be.29 
Whether o r  n o t  such technical '  mat ter  does g e t  published, 
no one denies t h a t  the  r e p o r t e r  must evaluate those techni-  
c a l i  t i e s  h imse l f .  Much o f  the  shoddy work on p o l l s  e x i s t s  
simply because the  r e p o r t e r  f a i l e d  t o  make t h a t  judgment-- 
e i t h e r  he d i d  n o t  ask f o r  such informat ion o r  the  p o l l s t e r /  
sponsor refused t o  g i ve  i t  t o  him. One o f  t he  customary 
campaign-time ploys,  f o r  example, i s  t o  f l o a t  p r i v a t e  pa r t y  
pol 1  s  t h a t  i n e v i t a b l y  fea tu re  se l f - se rv ing  resu l  t s .  As 
i nd i ca ted  above, the  Conservatives d i d  t h i s  i n  the  l a t e  
stages o f  t he  1977 Ontar io campaign, when Regenst re i f ' s  
second p o l l  i nd i ca ted  the  Tor ies were s l i p p i n g  back i n t o  a  
m i n o r i t y  government s i t u a t i o n .  Numerous s t o r i e s  pub1 i c i z e d  
such leaked data. A t y p i c a l  one, i n  the  Ottawa Ci t i zen,  
20 CANADIAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 
stated : 
P a r t y  o f f i c i a l s  s a y  r e s u l t s  o f  a p r i v a t e  Tory  poll a r e  a 
more a c c u r a t e  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  the p r o v i n c e ' s  f e e l i n g .  That  
p o l l  h a s  the C o n s e r v a t i v e s  i n  the l e a d  w i t h  41 p e r c e n t ,  
New Democrats second w i t h  34 and L i b e r a l s  t r a i l i n g  a t  25 
p e r  cent . 3 0 
That i s  a l l  the s to ry  has t o  say on the p o l l ,  so i t s  va l id -  
i t y  must r e s t  unknown. Even more fuzzy was a Canadian 
Press w i re  story,  which said:  
O n t a r i o  Premier W i l l i a m  Davis  s a y s  he does  not believe 
a s u r v e y  which shows his p a r t y ' s  l e a d  s h r i n k i n g  and the 
L i b e r a l s '  s u p p o r t  growing for Thursday ' s  p r o v i n c i a l  elec- 
tion. 
Davis  s a i d  i n  an i n t e r v i e w  here Sa turday  t h a t  his  p a r t y ' s  
own p o l l s  show the P r o g r e s s i v e  C o n s e r v a t i v e s  w i t h  a subs tan-  
t i a l  l e a d  over the New Democrats and the L i b e r a l s  still  i n  
t h i r d  s p o t .  3 1 
Not on ly  the Conservatives played t ha t  game, however. 
S e l f  -Serv ing  A f t e r  the f i r s t  Regenstreif p o l l ,  i n  which the L ibera ls  
polls A r e  Par t  fared badly, the 0ttawa c i t i z e n  car r ied  a s to ry  on the re-  
of The Game lease of a survey i n  Ottawa West constituency, conducted 
by the L ibera l  association, which showed they were s l i g h t l y  
ahead o f  the Conservatives, w i t h  almost h a l f  the sample un- 
decided. A1 though the par ty  campaign manager i s  quoted as 
saying t h a t  S t a t i s t i c s  Canada confirmed the accuracy o f  the 
survey methods, the repor ter  has said he d i d  no t  demand the 
technical  data t h a t  would have a1 lowed him t o  make an inde- 
pendent assessment of the p o l l  's  worth. 3 2  
Even i f  a repor ter  competently determines t ha t  a pol 1 i s  
suspect, however, there remain a host  o f  j o u r n a l i s t i c  prob- 
lems. Asks journal ism professor Charles Whitney, "Should a 
p o l l  o f  questionable v i r t u e  bu t  w i t h  i n t e res t i ng  resu l t s  be 
ignored, o r  can i t  be qua1 i f i e d ? .  . .Should a candidate, wi th-  
out  producing evidence, be quoted as saying t h a t  h i s  o r  her 
pol 1s don ' t  agree w i t h  the pub1 ished ones? How f a r  can a 
j o u r n a l i s t  go, a f t e r  fo l lowing the guidel ines, 'beyond the 
data '  t o  compare resu l t s  of two separately-conducted p o l l s  
o r  t o  general ize from one p o l l  t o  a d i f f e r e n t  group o f  
people no t  ~ a r n p l e d ? ~  These questions have no easy answers. 
WHY POLLS ARE MISREPORTED 
Not a1 1 media coverage o f  p o l l s  i s  t r i v i a l  and suspect, 
of course. But what fau l ts  do a r i s e  i n  p o l l i n g  journal ism 
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seem t o  stem from three p r i n c i p a l  f a c t o r s .  
T y p i c a l  
G a l l u p  Poll 
Costs  $20,000 
1. Lack of comnercial i ncen t i ve .  It would be improper t o  
see the  news media as s t r i c t l y  a p ro f i t -mak inq  en te rp r i se  
b u t  as newspaper c r i t i c  Ben s i g d i  k i a n  has written, " ~ r o f i  t 
making creates c o n f l i c t  between the  news as an educat '  ~ o n a  
i n s t i t u t i o n  and the  news 8 s  a godless c o r p o r a t i ~ n . " ~ ~  
S ipp l y  put ,  t o  a l a r g e  ex ten t  :',5ere i s  1 i t t l e  reason f o r  a 
newspaper t o  r e p o r t  p o l l s  f u l l y  and adequately. I n  e & m -  
t i o n a l  terns,  excspt f o r  a few i d insync ra9 i c  r~:+ers ( s v c ?  
~s mevber oC CM,SR), there  i s  1 i t t l e  demand 'or c o a ~ l e t e  
r c p o r t i n g  of s c i e n t i c i c  p o l l s ,  o r  even a preqerence $or 
such p o l l s  over  t h e  schlock represented by many man-i r s t ; h ~ -  
street  f ea tu res .  \tlAere the newpsper i?r,p16 has c ~ m i 5 -  
sioned a p o l l ,  as i n  the Toronto S t a r ' s  7977 9egens:reif 
po ' l s ,  there  i s  E ;ubistanrkI:T ".p*nancial comitnent;  I n  1975, 
f o r  instance, Clara Hatton o f  the Canadian I ~ s t i t u t e  of 
Pub1 i c  Opinion est imated t h a t  a t y p i c a l  Gal lup Po1 1 c o s t  
about $20,000. 3 5  But again i t  i s  ca l cu la ted  t o  have a t  
' e a s t  wmn ~ C O ~ O M ~ C  pay-eff, by a t t r a c t i n g  readers and by 
being s o l d  t o  o ther  newspapers. "0 ensure i t s  own peputn- 
t i o n  and t h a t  of i t s  s p e c i f i c  g a l l ,  t he  newspaper i s  more 
1 i k e l y  t o  t r e a t  t he  r e s u l t s  se r i ous l y ,  thereby p rov id ing  
such in fo rmat ion  as sample s ize ,  quest ion wording, and so 
on. This  enhances the  c r e d l b l l d t y  of the  p o l l .  Rut note 
t h a t  there  i s  a csmnercial i n c e n t i v e  f o r  doing so. 
2. Lack of  techn ica l  exper t i se .  As we have s ta ted  several 
times, j ou rna l ' s t s  o f t e n  Tack the  techn ica l  knowledge bas ic  
t o  pol  1 ing .  One r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  newsmen use words d j f f e r -  
e n t l y  from p o l l s t e r s .  Thus, "random sample", "survey" and 
the  l i ke - -p ro fess iona l  jargon, i n  shor t - -are converted t o  
layman's language. Second, w h i l e  many j o u r n a l i s t s  may 
understand what p o l l s  can o r  cannot do-- that  they are  
s t a t i c  snapshots and n o t  p red i c to rs - - the  idea i s  n u t  so 
embedded w i t h i n  them t h a t  i t  becomes second nature.  As a 
r e s u l t ,  j o u r n a l i s t s  s l i p  mconsc ious ly  i n t o  suggestinp t h a t  
pol  1s " p r e d i c t "  e lec t i ons ,  an e r r o r  t h a t  i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  
dissuaded by some p o l l s t e r s .  And t h i r d ,  na ive  j o u r n a l i s t s  
can be taken i n  by manipulat ive p o l i t i c i a n s  who may selec-  
t i v e l y  leak  po l1  r e s u l t s .  Incapable of assessing the q u a l -  
i t y  o f  the data, t he  good newsman w i l l  r e p o r t  i t  i f  t h e  
circumstances seem newsworthy. 
The r e p o r t e ~ k  ignorance i s  hadly unique t o  p o l l i n g .  
S c i e n t i s t s  and thea t re  performers, t o  name two d i s s i m i l a r  
groups, l i k e w i s e  complain about the  ignorance o f  repo r te rs  
i n  t h e i r  f i e l d s . j 7  P o l l s t e r s  should n o t  expect t h i s  d e f i -  
c iency t o  be e n t i r e l y  overcome. Newsmen a re  n o t  p o l l s t e r s ,  
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a f t e r  a l l .  As my colleague S tuar t  Adam puts i t  i n  a  some- 
what broader context, "Journal is ts stand on the f r o n t i e r s  
o f  pub l i c  knowledge but  not  on the f r o n t i e r s  of knowledge 
i t s e l f .  The l a t t e r  i s  no t  t h e i r  business."3e Their busi- 
ness i s  t o  be professional c m u n i c a t o r s ,  t r ans la t i ng  the 
arcane language of special ized "speech conmunities" i n t o  
the more read i l y  understandable language o f  the pub l ic  a t  
large.  39 To expect the j o u r n a l i s t  t o  who1 l y  master the 
technical  language the po l l s t e r s  uses as h i s  own, would be 
t o  convert the j o u r n a l i s t  i n t o  a  p o l l s t e r .  
Nonetheless, merely knowing what i s  important t o  ask-- 
t o  take the AAPOR disclosure guidel ines as a  check- l is t ,  
f o r  exampl e--wi 11 i nev i t ab l y  a1 e r t  the journal  i s t  t o  the 
more disreputable surveys he i s  1  i k e l y  t o  confront. 
3. Fa i lu re  t o  i n t e r p r e t  pol  1s. Ca l i f o rn i a  p o l l s t e r  Mervin 
F ie l d  has ~ o i n t e d  ou t  t ha t  ~ o l l  resu l  t s . a r e  s i m ~ l v  bald 
facts,  w i t h  no i n t r i n s i c  mebing.  They take o n v 6 a n i n g  
only when placed i n  perspective. It i s  i n  t h e i r  in terpre-  
ta t ion ,  F i e l d  states, t h a t  the i n t e r p r e t i v e  s k i l l  o f  jour-  
nal  i s t s  should be appl i ed  t o  pol 1  resu l t s :  
An a n a l y t i c a l  j ourna l i s t  i s  accustomed t o  e x t r a c t i n g  mean- 
ings  and consequences from f a c t s  based upon h i s  p r io r  
knowledge, h i s  t ra ined  i n t e l l i g e n c e  and h i s  c r e a t i v e  imag- 
i n a t i o n .  A good journa l i s t  i s  a b l e  t o  f ind  severa l  r i v a l  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  from one set of f a c t s ;  
a  great  one w i l l  be a b l e  t o  search anvng the  various a l t e r -  
n a t i v e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and i d e n t i f y  t h e  one most l i k e l y  o r  
promising. 4 0 
Journal i s t s  r ou t i ne l y  make in te rp re ta t ions  o f  p o l i t i c a l  
facts;  indeed, i t  i s  sometimes sa id  they construct  ra ther  
elegant in te rp re ta t ions  from the s l  inmest data. Even the 
sparest i nverted-pyramid news s to ry  br ings some perspective 
t o  bear on the fac tua l  mater ia l  . But pol i t i c a l  journal  i s t s ,  
F i e l d  concludes, seldom provide the informed in te rp re ta t ion  
t h a t  p o l l  resu l t s ,  l i k e  other p o l i t i c a l  fac ts ,  i n v i t e .  " I n  
fact," he says, "most j ou rna l i s t s  seem t o  t r e a t  p o l l  reports 
as though no fur ther  i n t e rp re ta t i on  were required. "4 
There are two sor ts  o f  i n te rp re ta t ions  t ha t  j ou rna l i s t s  
need t o  make. The f i r s t  i s  t o  analyze, when necessary, the 
methods used i n  po l l s .  The a b i l i t y  t o  do t h i s  i s  l i m i t e d  
by the ind iv idua l  I s  own expert ise, of course, but  i t  i s  now 
sometimes done, as represented by the Harold Greer columns 
on Regenstreif 's pol 1  s  . 42 S i m i  1  a r l y ,  when two surveys on 
nat ional  u n i t y  seemed t o  provide con f l  i c t i n g  resu l t s  i n  
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September, 1977, various a r t i c l e s  analyzed the methodolog- 
i c a l  d i f ferences t ha t  l e d  t o  the confusion and also under- 
scored the agreements i n  key areas. 
The second s o r t  o f  i n t e rp re ta t i on  i s  on the meaning o f  
the f ind ings themselves. I s  there some reason t o  assume 
tha t  the data do no t  r e f l e c t  p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t y ?  Have sub- 
sequent act ions a1 tered what might have once been publ i c  
opinion? How are subgroups a l ike ,  how do they d i f f e r ,  why 
are there s i m i l a r i t i e s  and dif ferences, and so what? The 
l i s t  goes on! 
The i n te rp re ta t i on  o f  data by j ou rna l i s t s  i s  not  g rea t l y  
aided by comnercial pol 1 i ng  organizations, 1 i ke Gallup, 
t h a t  are i n  the business o f  provid ing newsworthy snippets 
o f  informat ion f o r  shor t  news s to r ies .  As reporter-turned- 
professor Ralph Whitehead, Jr., argues, the syndicated 
newspaper surveys are no t  conducted by serious researchers, 
but  ra ther  by supe r f i c i a l  analysts constrained by news- 
papers' needs and space 1 imi ta t ions.  Topics are chosen 
fo r  t h e i r  f r o n t  page t i e - i n  and sometimes create o r  con- 
Grab- Ba g t r i b u t e  t o  newspaper c l iches (the p o l l s  are "grab-bag 
Affairs  For a f f a i r s  intended f o r  pub1 i c  amusement"). 4' 
Amusement 
When j ou rna l i s t s  do i n t e r p r e t  pol 1 s i n  a meaningful way, 
o f  course, they are subject  t o  the same va r i a t i on  i n  qual- 
i t y  o f  i n t e rp re ta t i on  as they are i n  working w i t h  non-sur- 
vey facts. Thus, when the Canadian Broadcasting Corpora- 
t i o n  comnissioned a p o l l  i n  the 1974 federal e lect ion,  i t  
announced on i t s  Ju ly  4 newscast t h a t  a Conservative minor- 
i t y  government seemed "a strong possi b i  1 i t y *  , amendi ng t h i s  
the fo l low ing  n i gh t  t o  emphasize t h a t  a L ibera l  m inor i t y  
was equal ly  1 i kely.  4 5  The po in t  i s  t h a t  the qua1 i ty o f  
i n t e rp re ta t i on  i s  an issue t ha t  should be divorced from the 
r i g h t  and need t o  i n t e rp re t .  
IMPROVING MEDIA COVERAGE OF POLLS 
There are a number o f  reasons for  expecting improvements 
i n  the media treatment of p o l l i n g  over the next  several 
years. These i n c l  ude journal  ism' s increased awareness o f  
p o l l s  and what they can do, and-changes i n  repor t ing  s t y l e  
and method. 
1. Increased awareness o f  po l l s .  The value o f  p o l l i n g  the 
pub l ic  i s  becoming increas ing ly  apparent t o  the news media, 
but  i n  p a r t  because o f  the proven value o f  surveys t o  the 
business s ide o f  journalism. Publishers and top ed i to rs  
P 
are increas ing ly  turn ing t o  market research as a too l  f o r  
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i nc reas ing the  market penet ra t ion  o f  t h e i r  product.  The 
success o f  t h i s  has f requen t l y  been subs tan t ia l .  The 
Winnipeg Tribune, f o r  example, has u t i l i z e d  much o f  the 
data from a Goldfarb study t o  increase i t s  c i r c u l a t i o n  by 
tens o f  thousands w i t h i n  a few months.46 Such p o l l i n g  
speaks more f o r c e f u l l y  t o  upper-echelon media decis ion-  
makers than, say, a s t r i k i n g  s i m i l a r i t y  between a Gallup 
Pol 1 and e l e c t i o n  re turns .  
I n  t h e  lower ranks of journal ism, repor ters  are a lso  
becoming inc reas ing ly  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  p o l l s .  The technique 
i s  n o t  y e t  a requ i red  sub jec t  i n  journa l ism schools, b u t  
some students take advantage o f  research methods courses. 
Two undergraduate courses a t  Car leton U n i v e r s i t y ' s  School 
o f  Journalism, f o r  instance, deal w i t h  research techniques. 
There i s  f reauent  d iscussion o f  t he  uses and abuses o f  
p o l l s  i n  t rade magazines 1 i ke the  Columbia Journal ism 
Review and Q u i l l .  New books on the  sub jec t  rece ive  wide 
a t t e n t i o n ;  the  major one i s  P h i l i p  Meyer's Prec is ion  
Journal ism."' and there  i s  a1 so a more aeneral research 
manual f o r - r e p o r t e r s ,  Handbook o f  ~ e ~ o r t i  ng Methods. "' 
Even general r e p o r t i n g  t e x t s  are  be inn ing  t o  g i ve  some 
a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  sub jec t  o f  p o l l s .  7 
Fortunate ly ,  the  pol  1 i n g  indust ry ,  through such organi- 
za t ions  as the  Professional  Marketing Research Society 
(PMRS) and the  Canadian Associat ion o f  Marketing Research 
Organizat ions (CAMRO), i s  beginning t o  adopt an a c t i v e  
r o l e  i n  educating both p r a c t i s i n g  and student  j o u r n a l i s t s .  
I n  February t h i s  year, a PMRS dinner meeting was devoted 
t o  a d iscussion o f  p o l l s  and the media, and a number o f  
actions--such as p rov id ing  the  media w i t h  manuals and 
pro fess iona l  contacts, and w r i t i n g  1 e t t e r s  t o  e d i t o r s  when 
sloppy r e p o r t i n g  occurs--were proposed by John Robertson, 
p res ident  o f  Market Facts o f  Canada. M r .  Robertson, who 
i s  a l so  CAMRO1s D i r e c t o r  o f  Standards, i s  consider ing how 
the research indus t ry  might prepare t a l k s  o r  p r i n t e d  
ma te r ia l s  f o r  journa l ism schools, too. 
2. Increas ing en te rp r i se  repor t i ng .  The n o t i o n  o f  
"ob.iecti ve" Sournal ism 1 onq meant t h a t  newsmen acted on ly  
as neu t ra l  recorders o f  events. They d i d  n o t  view as 
proper t h a t  they should i n i t i a t e  events t h a t  would then be 
covered. This concept i s  changing. There are numerous 
instances o f  " i n v e s t i g a t i v e  r e p o r t i n g  ," the p innacle o f  
which i n  recent  years seems t o  be Watergate and the  e x p l o i t s  
o f  Washington Post repor ters  Bob Woodward and Carl  Bernste i  n. 
There are  repor ters  who conduct f i e l d  experiments, such as 
t a k i n g  a t e l e v i s i o n  s e t  t o  numerous repairmen f o r  se rv i c ing  
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and comparing i n  p r i n t  the bi 11 s rendered. Some reporters 
use par t ic ipant  observation to  cover s t o r i e s  from a perspec- 
t i v e  t h a t  eludes the reporter  who merely interviews o f f i -  
c i a l s .  5 2  Such "enterpr ise  reporting" is a1 so manifested i n  
the i n i t i a t i o n  of pol ls  by the news media, such as the 
May 1977 s e r i e s  f o r  Southam newspapers on "What does Quebec 
r ea l l y  want?" 
3 .  Move to  unofficial  news. Newsmen have h i s t o r i ca l l y  
depended upon the  views of o f f i c i a l  sources fo r  the bulk of 
t h e i r  reporting. Writes New York Times columnist Tom Wicker: 
Much o f  what we mean b y  o b j e c t i v i t y  i n  American journa l i sm 
concerns whether  due c r e d i t  i s  g i v e n  t o  the o f f i c i a l  s t a t e -  
men t ,  the o f f i c i a l  e x p l a n a t i o n ,  the background e x p l a n a t i o n  
from the o f f i c i a l  s o u r c e .  
W e  t e n d  t o  g i v e  w e i g h t  t o  the o f f i c i a l  s o u r c e ,  a s  i f  we 
believe t h a t  the man wouldn' t be there i f  he d i d n  ' t  know 
what he was t a l k i n g  a b o u t ;  the i n s t i t u t i o n  wouldn ' t  be 
f u n c t i o n i n g  i f  it d i d n  ' t  have  a c e r t a i n  r e l e v a n c e  t o  what- 
ever area  it i s  f u n c t i o n i n g  i n .  5 3 
This i s  confirmed by Leon S iga l ' s  analysis  of front-page 
s t o r i e s  i n  the  New York Times and Washington Post; he 
found t ha t  j u s t  16 per cent of a l l  sources were non-govern- 
- 
mental. 54 
Newspapers a r e  now breaking away t o  some extent  from 
o f f i c i a l  sources. Part  of the reason i s  marketing; news- 
papers a re  thought t o  be too remote from the l i ve s  of 
ordinary c i t i zens ,  and so a r e  losing c i rcu la t ion .  This 
trend obviously encourages repor ters  t o  t a lk  t o  the public, 
and has the r e su l t s  described by Washington columnist 
Rowland Evans, who frequently follows interviewers employed 
by po l l s t e r  Oliver Quayle: 
T h i s  i s  not o n l y  good r e a d i n g  m a t e r i a l  for the column, i t ' s  
e x t r e m e l y  good r e p o r t i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  for the r e p o r t e r :  
spend ing  h a l f  an  hour  i n  a l i v i n g  room whatever  it i s  -- a 
b l a c k  g h e t t o  or a l o w e r  m i d d l e - c l a s s ,  b l u e - c o l l a r  a r e a ,  or 
whatever  -- and t a l k i n g  and b e i n g  t a l k e d  to  and s m e l l i n g ,  
j u s t  s m e l l i n g  how peop le  l ive .  Too many Washington corre -  
sponden t s  sit  i n  their b i g  c h a i r s  i n  Washington and w r i t e  
it o f f  the wall...You do enrich your own sense o f  w h a t ' s  
going on i n  the c o u n t r y .  5 5 
4. Proved value t o  newsmen. The increased use of pol ls  
has proven t o  journa l i s t s  t ha t  such data can enrich the 
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other aspects of their work. Polls can provide a better 
understanding of official behaviours , publ ic attitudes, and 
events;56 can provide the background by which reporters can 
ask different and deeper questions of pol icy makers;" 
and can lead to a greater diversfty of journalistic comnent 
and interpretation on affairs that have traditionally been 
subject to "pack journal ism. " 5 8  
CONCLUSION 
We have reviewed recent moves in Ontario to consider 
banning publ ication of the resul ts of pre-election publ ic 
opinion polls, and have sumnarized events in the 1977 
Ontario election that likely gave rise to the legislators' 
concerns. It was suggested that there are a number of 
deficiencies in media handl ing of publ ic opinion surveys, 
both those that are of the "man-in-the-street" style and 
those that purport to be scientific. These deficiencies 
arise for a number of reasons. But the principal ones 
are media economics, journalists' lack of expertise, and 
the failure of journalists to interpret polls. Finally, 
some reasons for believing that media handling of polls 
will improve were listed. 
It would be unfortunate if Ontario were to join British 
Columbia in banning pol 1 pub1 ications under election cir- 
cumstances. Rather than making use in a competent way of 
polls, journalists would be forced to use only idiosyn- 
cratic, unrel iable methods in determining the progress of 
particular election campaigns. The key phrase is "in a 
competent way. " Whi 1 e much competent reporting of pol 1 s 
is evident, particularly in those cases in which the 
media have themselves launched major surveys, the ordinary 
journalist lacks the expertise to handle the routine day- 
to-day coverage of polls. 
Education is required, and it would be a major contribu- 
tion to this task if members of CAASR, individually or 
collectively, were to take an active interest in helping 
newsmen handl e pol 1 s we1 1 . 
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